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The Impact of Culture on Leadership.; 
 
 
The Leadership Process 
 
All societies and organizations have leaders, that is, someone who is a figure head, who 
represents the group.  These ‘leaders’ may be elected, have risen to the position through 
merit or may have inherited their position.  Many names are given to people in these 
positions; ruler, chief executive officer, chairman.  However, everyone who fills these 
positions is not necessarily effective.  Leadership is about how effective any leader is. 
 
The concept of leadership and what makes a leader effective has been the subject of 
much study in the 20th century.  There is some agreement about what leaders do – if not 
what makes them effective at these tasks.  These tasks include: 
 
• Creating a vision, sense of direction and goals. (Bennis 1989, Conger 1992, 
Gardener 1990, Gardener 1997, Kotter 1990, Marriotti 1999). 
 
• Aligning people through communication (Bennis 1989, Congern1992, Gardner 
1990, Gardner 1997, Mariotti 1999). 
 
• Affirming/reaffirming values (Freiberg 1998, Gardener 1990). 
 
• Management of Self (Freiberg 1998, Bennis 1989). 
 
A practical definition of what leaders do, that encapsulates all these various roles, was put 
forward by Kotter (1990) 
 
‘ it (leadership) produces movement.  Throughout the ages, individuals who have 
been seen as leaders have created change, sometimes for the better and 
sometimes not.  They have done so in a variety of ways, though their actions often 
seem to boil down to establishing where a group of people should go, getting 
them lined up in that direction and committed to movement, and then energizing 
them to overcome the inevitable obstacles they will encounter along the way.’ 
 
This definition shows leadership as a process – a process that involves an interaction 
between people, between leader and follower.  This interaction will of necessity sit within 
a cultural framework. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Reality of Cultural Diversity. 
 
Where people are involved, culture is present. The word culture is used in many contexts 
to mean different things. It can refer to the symbols of culture such as food or dress.  It 
can refer to ‘the arts.  Management scholar Ed Schein (1985) defined culture as: 
 
… a set of basic assumptions ⎯ shared solutions to universal problems of 
external adaptation (how to survive) and internal integration (how to stay 
together) ⎯ which have evolved over time and are handed down from one 
generation to another.  
 
 
It is this definition that will be used throughout this chapter as the meaning of the word 
culture.  This definition can apply to countries, ethnic groups within countries, 
organisations, or professions or  a combination of these.  Culture is a very complex 
process.  All grouping of people have culture.’ This means that to be effective the leader 
has to understand the ‘language’ of behaviour within any given context. Where 
leadership is happening in a familiar context, when the leader is a member of the ‘group’ 
culture maintains an unspoken influence.  Where there is a diversity of cultures, many of 
the assumptions made by the leader may not hold true.  The process of influence will 
require an understanding of the underlying assumptions within the group and how these 
are manifest through values and behaviours.  
 
In today’s world, leaders are not just relating to those with whom they share a culture. 
Migration has meant that many countries have very diverse cultures within them. 
Australia, for example, is one of the most culturally diverse societies in the world owing 
to waves of migration from a broad range of countries such as Italy, Greece, Vietnam, 
Britain and South Africa. These migrants joined the descendants of early British settlers, 
convicts, and indigenous Australians, who have a presence in Australia dating back at 
least 40 000 years. According to the 2001 Census, around 22 per cent of the Australian 
population was born overseas. Because of the successive waves of migration, Australian 
workplaces also include many second- and third-generation Australians whose values and 
beliefs are influenced by a mixed cultural heritage (Patrickson & O’Brien 2001). 
Australians have significant business contact with our Asian neighbours, with Japan and 
China being our largest trading partners.  We also welcome large numbers of tourists to 
our shores every year and have adapted many of our practices in response to their needs. 
(Dalglish & Evans 2007). 
 
A similar picture is true of many other nations.  Technology and internet communications 
mean that most business and political leaders will have contact in some way with people 
who come from different cultures who have very different assumptions about what is 
important and how to behave.  In the business environment, leaders will increasingly be 
responsible for organisations operating in a number of different countries at the same 
time.  Here similar results will be required for each business but the cultural conditions in 
each may be very different and therefore require different behaviour. 
This raises the question as to whether all countries have the same concept of leadership. 
Most of the research undertaken into Leadership has occurred in Western Industrial 
contexts, particularly the USA.  Can we make the assumption that what Americans 
expect from their leaders is what those from other parts of the world expect from theirs? 
As democracy, in its many forms, becomes more and more common as the political 
system of choice, so people have more choice about who their leaders are and whom they 
will follow. The relationship between leader and follower is no longer simply one of 
tradition. 
 
It can be argued, that effective leadership is ‘in the eyes of the beholder’. That is, what is 
deemed to be effective leadership by one person will not necessarily be deemed to be 
effective leadership by another person. The leader/follower relationship has to be 
developed and maintained and is responsive to the context and the group within which 
that leadership is occurring.  
 
 
What Makes Cultures Different? 
 
So are cultures really different?  When we look around the world different groups have 
found very different ways of surviving, have had different circumstances in which to 
develop their patterns of behaviour.  Much of any culture owes its origins to the past. It 
includes strategies and behaviours that have been successful in assisting the group to 
survive and prosper. But culture is not static.  It changes as circumstances change, as the 
challenges of the external environment and internal cohesion change.   
 
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (2002) in their work with international business have 
identified a number of very useful indicators to describe and explain different cultural 
behaviours.  The dimensions they identify as separating different cultural expectations are 
very useful for exploring how to lead effectively across different cultural contexts.  Their 
analysis identifies a range of ways in which people from different parts of the world view 
their world differently and have different expectations.  It is not to be expected that these 
will change is some prescribed way.  Cultures change all the time, but not at the behest of 
leaders, but in response to circumstance and the needs for survival, both physical and in 
terms of identity. 
 
The dimensions identified by Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner include:  universalism 
versus particularism, individualism versus communitarianism, neutral versus emotional, 
specific versus diffuse and achievements versus ascription (2002) 
 
 
Universalism versus particularism.. 
 
The universalist approach is that what is good and right can be defined and always 
applies.  Rules can be established that will be useful in all contexts.   In a particularist 
culture greater attention is paid to obligations and relationships and less to abstract rules. 
 
This has important implications for leadership and the relationship between the leader 
and follower.  In some universalist contexts the leader may be expected to ‘play by the 
rules’ and be predictable irrespective of differing circumstances.   In a more particularist 
culture it would be expected that the leader would make decisions based on the particular 
situation and would not necessarily feel a need to apply rules consistently.  This can 
appear unfair in a universalist world. 
  
 
Individualism and Communitarianism 
 
This dimension looks at where the emphasis is placed – on the group or the individual.  
With the individualist approach it is more important to focus on the individual so that 
they can contribute to the community as and if they wish.  This is overtly expressed in the 
Transformational leadership formula (Dubrinsky, Yammarino & Jolson 1995) with  the 
concept of individualised consideration’.  The communitarian perspective considers the 
community first; places the needs of the group, however defined, as more important that 
the rights or needs of any single individual.  One of the aspirations of Transformational 
leadership as described by Burns (1978) was to encourage followers to put higher values 
and the needs of the group as a whole ahead of their individual needs. This would appear 
to indicate at desirability of at least some shift from the individualist to the 
communitarian perspective, though starting with former. 
 
Individualistic cultures make frequent use of the ‘I’ form of communication.  People 
achieve alone and assume personal responsibility.  People prefer to undertake activities in 
pairs or on their own.  This is often how Western leaders are seen – promoting the value 
of themselves as individuals.  In communitarian cultures the use of ‘we’ is more frequent. 
People ideally achieve in groups and assume joint responsibility – so what ever the 
dynamics of a leadership group – it is the group that takes responsibility.  The leader will 
as a matter of course refer to the group and gains status from the group.. 
 
Neutral versus emotional 
 
Is leadership objective and detached or is expressing emotion acceptable?  In neutral 
cultures relationships are largely instrumental and are about achieving objective.  
Bureaucracies grew up in this context where role is the key factor, expectations are 
clearly expressed and emotions considered largely irrelevant.  In more emotional 
cultures, the expression of emotion on the part of a leader is acceptable. Emotions are 
recognized as an integral part of how people respond to life and are therefore more easily 
accepted in any context, including business. 
 
In neutral cultures leaders may express themselves calmly and behave with cool self 
possession. Personal feelings are often seen as inappropriate.  In more culturally 
emotional contexts, thoughts and feelings are more likely to be revealed both verbally 
and non verbally.  Touching, gesturing and strong facial expressions are common.  
Interestingly emotional expressiveness is an integral part of being charismatic (Dubinsky, 
Yammarino & Jolson 1995; Dubrin, Dalglish & Miller 2007). Charismatic leadership is 
recognised as being effective even in the most neutral of cultures. (Kudisch et al 1995) 
 
So the question is, how emotional should you be?  The charismatic and transformational 
leadership models see emotion as an integral part of effective leadership and yet the 
expression of personal emotion is often restricted within Western Leadership practice.  
The leader should focus on the job in hand and not get emotionally involved.  Getting the 
balance right will impact in influencing others to take action. 
 
 
Specific versus diffuse  
 
In diffuse cultures the whole person is involved in relationships. There is an assumption 
of a complex and wholistic relationship between the leader and followers. In a culture 
that values specificity, principles and consistent moral standards are independent of any 
particular relationship.  Each relationship is specific and purposeful. 
 
In diffuse cultures morality tends to be situational depending on the person and context. 
Rules are not drawn up as to the specific nature of the relationship.  So acceptance of 
extenuating circumstances is accepted as the norm.  In the development of a business 
contract, for example, the diffuse viewpoint would be that a relationship between the two 
parties needs to be built up so that trust exists.  The individuals involved in the deal get to 
know each other.  The contract, such as it is, is about the end goal, what the partnership 
wishes to achieve.  Details are not important as it is assumed that it is not possible to 
know what the future will hold but that with a sound and trusting relationship any future 
problems can be worked out. The character of the whole individual is important, not just 
their role in the single negotiation.  The personal character of those involved  becomes 
very important. 
 
In cultures where more specific roles and relationship are outlined, the parties to a 
contract may not regard themselves as being in a personal relationship at all, but one that 
is specific to particular context.  They represent the organisation and any other member 
of the organization might just as easily fulfil the role of negotiator.  As result any contract 
is very specific in what it sets out both in terms of objectives and means.  It attempts to 
outline required actions in all imagined situations. This is considered vital as the person 
dealing with the concerns may not be the same one who negotiated the contract – it is the 
role not the person that  is important. What is acceptable is set down by referring to 
clearly identified rules and there is often difficulty modifying these rules to suit different 
contexts. 
 
 
Achievement versus Ascription  
 
How status is attributed is very important to leadership effectiveness.  Followers have 
expectations about the status and credibility of those they follow. In achievement oriented 
cultures credibility focuses on what the individual has achieved.  Ascription means that 
status and credibility  is attributed as the results of external factors such  family of birth, 
age, educational level, connections and so on.  These ascriptions vary from culture to 
culture.  In one much emphasis may be placed on family and class where in another it 
may be the university attended. 
 
In achievement oriented cultures much weight is put on what the individual leader has 
achieved, what their ’qualifications’ for the role are.  This needs to be articulated to 
create credibility. In ascription oriented cultures the context is important.  There is 
extensive use of titles, the family a leader comes from, the region, the university they 
attended, will all create credibility rather than ‘evidence’ of competence. 
 
 
Effective Intercultural Leadership 
 
Simply recognizing and understanding one’s own culture is the starting point.  Our world 
view is a world view – not the world view.  However, as has been seen, the process of 
influencing across cultures is very complex.  There needs to be an understanding of the 
different perspectives of those the leader wishes to influence.  This is not always easy as 
many of these dimensions appear to have within them contradictions. Can you meet the 
requirements of achievement and ascription as a leader?  What are the implications if you 
can’t? 
 
Understanding different perspectives provides a platform for tolerance and for respecting 
the priorities and values of others.  It also provides a window onto how to change 
behaviour to be successful in range of different leadership contexts. 
 
Some of the ways in which leaders portrait themselves may be more effective in some 
contexts than in others, so it is helpful to understand the cultural context in which 
leadership has to occur.  It is unlikely that the situation will be mono-cultural and 
therefore adaptation will be required if leadership is to be universally effective.  The 
dimensions raise a number of questions that leaders need to ask themselves.  
 
Universalism and particularism raise the issue as to whether it is possible make rules in 
one context that can be applied universally.  This is an important consideration with 
policy and strategy.  If the strategy does vary from one cultural context to another in 
response to situational differences, how can this be presented as ‘fair’ to those who take a 
universalist view? 
 
Communitarianism versus individualism presents a different range of challenges.  
Focusing on ‘I’ may be necessary for success in some contexts, whilst in others this may 
be seen as boasting.  Placing the self in the context of the group requires a delicate sense 
of balance and self awareness of how individual leadership is invariable dependent on the 
goodwill, skills and work of others.  Identifying the relevant group and putting emphasis 
on the needs and priorities of that group over individual aspirations may present 
increasing challenges as individual, highly technical skills are in short supply    
There appear to be a range of conflicting messages where the use of emotion is 
concerned. Engaging people emotionally appears critical to some effective leadership 
strategies but this is not the same as exerting emotional control.  Is the expression of 
anger, sorrow, disappointment, the full range of human emotions, appropriate in the 
leadership role?.  Does the expression of these emotions assist the followers to see the 
leader as human, someone they can identify with, or is this seen as inappropriate, a sign 
of instability? 
 
How connected is the leader willing to be to the followers?  Is leadership a role that is 
filled on specific occasions where the rules are clear about what is expected? Or is 
leadership a more comprehensive process that involves many aspects of the individual, 
not just occasion specific roles?   In some cultural contexts there is little expectation of a 
relationship other than the formal one required to achieve the stated task.  However, in 
other cultures there is an expectation of a more wholistic engagement. A leader may have 
a particular status and range of functions in the work place, but may be expected to have  
social roles as well which engage him/her outside the workplace.  Leadership 
expectations encompass all of life not just a specific context.   Even in the most specific 
of cultures like the USA, there is considerable interest in the character of the leader not 
just their competence in the task.  This is particularly obvious in the political arena. 
 
Achievement versus attribution touches on deeply held views about what is right and fair.  
Achievement oriented cultures focus on individual achievement, they want evidence of 
competence.  In attribution focused cultures evidence of education, family background 
and age may be the factors that are considered relevant to deciding competency.  This 
may seem very unfair in achievement oriented cultures.  Despite what appears to be 
irretrievable differences this is perhaps one of the easier dimensions to reconcile. 
  
Use both, not just for yourself but for your team. Share information about the leader and 
those around him/her on things like family background, successful projects, university 
attended. If the individual leader does not have the ‘right’ credentials, then having those 
around who do will reduce anxiety.  The same applies to achievements.  If addressing an 
achievement oriented group, identify the experience and achievement of those around the 
leader, particularly if the leader is there because of family association, heredity or class.  
 
Attribution and achievement are often both important – but to differing degrees in 
different cultural contexts. Recognise that whatever your personal view, to be effective 
both requirements may need to be met.  When leading a global organization or operating 
politically on the international stage both approaches can be implemented without 
conflict. 
 
Understanding these dimensions does not offer easy answers about how to lead 
effectively a culturally diverse constituency.  However, the culture of the followers, those 
required to achieve goals will impact on how the leader is perceived and how effective 
he/she can be.   If we return to part of Kotter’s definition. 
 
“ They (leaders) have done so in a variety of ways, though their actions often 
seem to boil down to establishing where a group of people should go, getting 
them lined up in that direction and committed to movement, and then energizing 
them to overcome the inevitable obstacles they will encounter along the way.’ 
 
Each of these means will be affected by the culture of the group. What the leader is 
willing to do, how they relate to the group, and whether they act is a way that engenders 
commitment and energy is largely culturally dependent. 
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